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On Aug. 24, for the fifth consecutive day, an estimated 30,000 farm workers from eight towns in
Cauca department (600 km. from Bogota) blocked a 40 km. stretch of the Pan-American Highway.
Demonstrators organized the blockade in order to pressure the government into addressing
basic social service needs in the impoverished southwest. Residents generally lack even the most
basic educational and health care services, and electricity. The demonstration cut off road access
between Valle, Cauca and Narino departments, and the main access route to Ecuador. Local officials
said that with the exception of several cases of dehydration, no casualties had been reported. On
Aug. 25, Interior Minister Humberto de la Calle told reporters that the government had ordered
regional officials to suspend negotiations with leaders of the 40,000 demonstrators. He added that
if the protesters failed to remove the blockade on Sunday, public security forces would intervene.
Leaders of the "civic strike" said the blockade would not be suspended unless the government
made concrete pledges in the areas of rural electrification, telecommunications, road construction,
public services expansion, and improvements in sanitation, education, leisure and sports facilities.
In addition, the workers demanded concessionary loans, government assistance to ameliorate the
impact of a severe drought affecting their crops, and respect for human rights. De la Calle said talks
would be shut down if the demonstrators continue to obstruct the highway. He added that the strike
leadership had been "infiltrated" by the Simon Bolivar National Guerrilla Coordinator (CNGSB).
(Basic data from AFP, 08/24/91; EFE, 08/25/91)
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